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Article 12

Tietjen: Remembering Maynard

REMEMBERING MAYNARD
t
Randall Tietjen

When Maynard Pirsig died in February 1997, I had known him
for ten years - only ten years. He died at the age of ninety-five, so
ours was not one of his longest friendships. Many other people
knew him much longer. I assume though that everyone well acquainted with Maynard had the same feelings of affection and respect for him. Those feelings did not take long to develop.
The first time I met Maynard was in my second semester of law
school. He was my professor for criminal law. I remember very
well the first night of class. I was certain that I was not going to like
Maynard. I thought he was too strict, too demanding. He made it
very clear the first night that he expected a high level of performance from the students. He said that he had nothing but contempt
for any student who came to class unprepared. He chided some
fellow in the front row for taking notes on loose pages of paper.
Maynard told him that he should use a bound notebook, something more permanent. He told us that he still had his criminal law
notes from 1923, and he still used them.
Not long into the semester - perhaps even by the second class
- I realized Maynard was no tyrant. He was too good-natured and
good-humored for that. He enjoyed, as much as anything, making
the class laugh, and he often illustrated some point of law with a
humorous story, usually involving himself. To illustrate the common-law definition of larceny, Maynard told us a story about how
he had been caught (innocently) using another man's duck boat
while out hunting. The owner of the boat thought Maynard was a
vagabond and then thought this opinion confirmed when he found
Maynard in his caf6 without any money (Maynard had lost his wallet) - which Maynard only realized after he had eaten lunch in the
caf& Maynard told that story in class for many, many years.
My friendship with Maynard began a few weeks into the semest Attorney at Robins, Kaplan, Miller & Ciresi in Minneapolis. This text is
adapted from a speech given at a memorial service for Maynard Pirsig on February 17, 1997, at William Mitchell College of Law.
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ter when Maynard told the class that he would have to leave a little
early that night because he was scheduled to testify before the judiciary committee of the state senate. He was going to testify on the
Minnesota Supreme Court's rulemaking power and on whether the
legislature or the judiciary - as a constitutional matter - has the

power to make the procedural rules for the courts. Maynard believed the judicial branch has the ultimate power.
I had no other classes that night, so I went to the legislature to
listen to the testimony. I sat next to Maynard in the back of the
committee room. To the dismay - I'm sure - of every other person

in the room, but to my good fortune, the committee was several
hours behind schedule. Maynard was not called to speak until after
one o'clock in the morning. As Maynard sat patiently waiting to
testify, I had the pleasure of his company and conversation. We
talked about many things: where we grew up, the law school,
criminal law, the court's rulemaking power. I don't remember
everything, but I remember we had a genuine conversation - a
kind that professors and students don't ordinarily enjoy.
When Maynard finally got up to speak, I remember marveling
at how this eighty-five-year-old man - at one-thirty in the morning had everyone's attention and spoke in perfect speech and with
great authority against the bill under consideration. He spoke so
well and made such good sense that two of the senate co-sponsors
of the bill - as I recall it, one was his former student - withdrew

their support and voted against the bill. At the end of the night,
Maynard offered me a ride to my car, and we talked some more.
Eventually, the bill passed, and Maynard and I later wrote an article
together on the subject of court rulemaking.
For the next ten years of his life, Maynard was one of my dearest friends. Over the course of those years, I got to spend many
hours and days with him. We would often sit in his office and talk
or go out for dinner (he liked Chinese food and White Castle
hamburgers), and I learned many things from him. I think one of
the most important things I learned is how a person can prepare
for old age.
I only knew Maynard as a very old man. For this reason, I suppose, Maynard made me think a lot about old age - and his old age
in particular. Many people - especially when they are younger think of old age as a generally unhappy and burdensome time,
burdensome for old people and burdensome for the younger people, too. They think of old age as a stage when a person is with-
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drawn from the usual activities of life and when the body and mind
are weak and decaying. Maynard made me think differently about
old age.
Maynard made me appreciate that an early and middle life
well spent are important preparation for an old life - an old life
not just bearable but enjoyable. Early in Maynard's life he began
the practice of active and enlightened living. He developed the
habits of study, compassion, generosity, moderation, a dignified
and gentlemanly manner, and a quick wit and very good humor all of which led to the development of a character that served
Maynard very well in his old age.
Maynard's physical strength naturally weakened and his speed
slowed down in his last few years. But Maynard showed me that
those are not the requirements for a good life, nor are they the
qualities that accomplish things. Those are not the qualities that
made his testimony so well received at the legislature that night.
Maynard showed that great and important things are accomplished
with character and judgment and wisdom - things that in Maynard,
increased rather than diminished with age.
Many examples come to mind of how the life that Maynard led
served him well in his old age. One thing that particularly impressed me was how Maynard kept his mind active by reading mainly, of course, reading things relating to law. He was always
reading law journals, advance sheets, and law books. He was usually working on some writing of his own as well. Of course, it
wasn't always the law. I remember seeing Maynard, at the age of
ninety-three, reading Tom Sawyer, which might have played some
small part in sustaining his vitality and sense of humor near the
end of his life.
These habits of study and reading and writing lasted
Maynard's entire life. Most people probably would not consider
reading advance sheets at the age of ninety as a fun or worthwhile
way to pass the time, but Maynard did. He had a sense of duty
about it. These habits, I'm sure, kept his mind alive and engaged.
I think they also kept him from suffering the loneliness that some
older people feel when they are removed from the game and when
so many of their friends and family are gone.
Now that Maynard himself is gone, there is a lot about him
that I will miss. I'm going to miss talking to him about the law.
This was a favorite subject - the subject that consumed most of his
waking hours. I will miss all of his stories. Some of these he told
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me many times, but I didn't mind this so much. I don't have any
other friends, after all, who can give me a firsthand account of a
speech by Eugene Debs or who can tell me about a debate between
Everett Fraser and Norman Thomas. I am going to miss his wonderful sense of humor, too. It was usually a self-deprecating humor. Whether out of politeness or modesty, Maynard usually directed most of his jokes at himself. I'm going to miss his kindness.
He was always considerate and gracious to other people, no matter
who they were. I'm just going to miss Maynard, and I'm sure a lot
of others will, too.
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